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"One of the things I learnt when I was negotiating was that until I changed myself I 





Much has been written about two-way symmetric public relations and its role in the 
creation, maintenance and enhancement of relationships between organisations and 
publics, but the majority of this literature presents the concept from an abstract, 
academic perspective. Very little has been written from a practical point of view 
about how to actually ‘do’ two-way symmetric communication. Specifically there 
seems to be a dearth of discussion about how the public relations practitioner can 
adequately represent external concerns to management in a persuasive and effective 
manner. Using the RACE framework as a guide, this paper looks at examples and 
case studies on the subject of reaching, persuading and influencing publics to see if 
any of this is relevant to the conduct of ‘balanced’ communication with management. 
How can organisational public relations practitioners present stakeholder arguments 
in a positive way; and ultimately perhaps even get management to incorporate 
elements of these arguments in organisational attitudes and behaviour? In short – to 
continue our fluvial analogy – how can we make the river flow uphill, upstream and 
in both directions at once; and can we go even further and actually impact upon the 




The title and theme of this conference invite us to consider public relations 
communication as a clear and flowing river. This analogy has its uses, but it also has 
its limitations: rivers tend to flow in one direction only, and this might seem at odds 
with a dialogic view of public relations. In particular, it seems to exclude the 
possibility of communication streams flowing back to impact upon the source of the 
river – in other words, the normative two-way symmetrical paradigm.  Although 
perhaps we should not attach too much significance to the river metaphor, this does in 
fact point out an interesting area in public relations literature. We know a lot about 
how to make the river flow outwards to our publics. We know how to court publicity, 
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and how to transmit factual information; and we have well-developed ideas and 
practical instruction about how to gather feedback from publics and fine-tune our 
organisational messages to achieve our strategic objectives. But there appears to be 
surprisingly little guidance available on the subject of how to facilitate the effective 
communication of the wants and needs of publics to organisations. 
 
The concept of dialogue is an important one in 21st century public relations. From 
Heath’s discussion on the importance of responsive rhetoric (see for example Heath, 
2000) to Ledingham and Bruning’s work on relationship management (such as 
Ledingham & Bruning, 2000a), the requirement for organisations to be receptive to 
input from publics is high on the agenda of contemporary theoreticians.  Specifically, 
there has been a great deal of discussion around the type of public relations – labelled 
two-way symmetric public relations by J. Grunig and Hunt (1984) – where 
organisations are not only called upon to receive feedback from publics, but also to 
respond positively to suggestions gathered in this way. Although this model has been 
widely and heavily criticised in the 20 years since its original explication, elements 
from it are still reflected in the works of many contemporary theoreticians. Much of 
this discussion has been relatively abstract in nature, focusing on the conceptual role 
of positively responsive dialogue, and in particular whether it should be afforded the 
normative status claimed by J. Grunig (see for example J Grunig & Grunig, 1992; J 
Grunig & Huang, 2000; and J. Grunig & Hunt, 1984 among many others). As a result, 
it seems that significant practical areas appear to be critically under-examined and 
little attention has been given to the pragmatic issues inherent in the conduct of this 
type of public relations.  In particular there appears to be a dearth of answers to the 
question of how responsible, ethical public relations practitioners can facilitate the 
effective communication of public wants and needs to management or clients. This 
paper will examine this area and seek to suggest ideas from scenarios that might 
provide useful ideas about how to ‘do’ two-way symmetric public relations. 
 
The emergence of the two-way flow in public relations theorising 
 
The development of discipline-specific theories as part of a “scholarly body of 
knowledge” (Wylie, 1994, p.2) – or at least a “unique” knowledge base (Parkinson, 
2001) – has been suggested as one of the defining characteristics of a true profession. 
In the case of public relations, this is a development that has occurred relatively 
recently. The germinal work of J. Grunig and Hunt (particularly their landmark book, 
Managing Public Relations, 1984) is widely accepted to mark the point at which 
public relations began to develop its own distinct theory base. Their four model 
conceptualisation of public relations continues to act as a point of reference for 
educators, academics and practitioners in the discipline. In these models, J. Grunig 
and Hunt note clear divisions between one way and two-way communication, 
signalling the emergence of dialogue as a significant theme in public relations 
theorising.  
 
J. Grunig and Hunt’s work is not, of course, the only one to deal with the concept of 
responsive dialogue in public relations. But they were arguably the first to explicate it 
in this context, and certainly the first to ascribe a normative status to the paradigm. 
Their work is still widely recognised and studied today, even if only as a point of 
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departure for critics. Indeed, even some of those who are critical of J. Grunig and 
Hunt’s specific elucidation of the two-way symmetric model of public relations 
nonetheless support the importance of a responsive, dialogic approach by 
organisations in their communication with publics. For example, Black and Härtel 
(2002) criticise the four model approach in general, and the two-way symmetric 
paradigm specifically, for being inadequate and overly-simplistic in a contemporary 
context: yet their matrix-based alternative incorporates scales that still feature 
dialogue and responsiveness. 
 
What is dialogue? 
 
It seems reasonably safe to assume that there will be more than one participant in a 
dialogue, but other than that, little can be taken for granted. For example, what of the 
respective contributions of participants in this ‘conversation’? Is a responsive 
component necessary or is a series of parallel communicative connections between 
participants sufficient to qualify as dialogue? Kent and Taylor (2002) state that “[i]n 
public relations, dialogue sometimes is described as communicating about issues with 
publics” (p.22). Although they do not give specific examples of where such 
descriptions may be found, this definition seems inherently one-way: if it were to be 
used, then it would also encompass the one way, monologic communication patterns 
outlined in J. Grunig and Hunt’s (1984) press agentry and public information models. 
In these models, the communication recipient is never more than an assumed, passive 
presence: there is no explicit capacity for response of any kind. However, there is an 
implied acknowledgement of some kind of feedback. Very few public relations 
professionals would blithely stage publicity events or create information campaigns 
without gauging the success of their endeavours in some way. The appearance of 
stories in the media and numbers of program participants are examples of how the 
receivers of so-called ‘one way’ public relations communications indicate their 
response to the messages they have been sent. Based on these reactions, the public 
relations person will either continue communicating in the same way, or will alter 
aspects that have not had the desired effect. By ‘voting with their feet’ in this way, 
communication recipients create a feedback loop, and it is arguable that a dialogue of 
sorts emerges. So perhaps it is fair to assert that even interactions traditionally 
categorised as ‘one way’ public relations do, in fact, incorporate an assumed response 
and should therefore properly be classified as coming under the heading of a two-way, 
dialogic process. In this understanding, it could thus be argued that a dialogic aspect 
can be identified in all forms of public relations; and the ‘one way’ descriptor of the 
public information and publicity models is therefore superfluous. All public relations 
practice could hence be described as dialogic. 
 
In J. Grunig and Hunt’s original conceptualisation, the notion of dialogue is 
subdivided into that which affects a public (two-way asymmetric public relations); 
and that which affects both public and organisation (two-way symmetric). Other 
related areas of theory – such as the feedback loop incorporated into the influential 
Shannon and Weaver ‘sender-message-receiver’ communication model (1963, c1949) 
– had acknowledged the existence of a reciprocal, responsive link between publics 
and organisations. J. Grunig and Hunt took this basic idea (specifically crediting the 
work of Thayer, 1968 as a source of inspiration) and from it extrapolated the two two-
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way models of public relations. In two-way asymmetric public relations, organisations 
send out communications that are intended to have a specific effect on the recipients 
in line with organisational objectives. They then seek feedback from the recipients, 
and use the intelligence gathered in this way to ‘tweak’ or fine tune the expression of 
those messages to increase the likelihood of their organisational objectives being 
achieved. The effects of this feedback are restricted to organisational communication 
behaviour: the power and control in this communicative relationship remain with the 
organisation.  
 
The two-way symmetric model of public relations describes a situation where an 
organisation devolves some or all of its perceived power to its publics. Originally this 
model was used to describe a situation where the results of feedback from 
communication recipients were incorporated into the understanding the organisation 
has of its public/s. A change in attitudes and/or behaviour may result from this, but the 
major significance is the impact of the feedback on the organisation’s understanding. 
As J. Grunig (1984) put it:  
Ideally, both management and publics will change somewhat after a [two-way 
symmetric] public relations effort. Frequently, however, neither will change 
attitudes or behavior…as long as both communicate well enough to 
understand the position of the other, the public relations effort will have been 
successful. (p.23) 
 
This differs somewhat from J. Grunig’s subsequent assertion that “It [two-way 
symmetric public relations] is symmetrical because it assumes that both the 
organization and practitioner may change their behavior as a result of a 
communication program” (J Grunig, 1993, p.145). Arguably, it might be more 
practical and accurate to think about the shift in the power balance as the best 
indicator of a symmetrical interaction between organisation and public. In any 
situation where an organisation adopts a position where it is able and willing to 
incorporate feedback from its publics, then a two-way symmetrical interaction can be 
said to have taken place.  An enacted behavioural outcome is not the only sign of a 
two-way symmetric interaction, but obviously, the clearest indication of this would be 
where the organisation actually does something that has been suggested by a 
stakeholder. Within all of the definitions suggested and discussed here, regardless of 
emphasis, there is inherent the understanding that some response or reaction is 
required by the organisation.  
 
It has been suggested (by Botan, 1997) that Grunig and Hunt’s work marks the 
beginning of an understanding of dialogue as a way of being, rather than simply a way 
of doing. However, such ways of being cannot fully be realised unless and until there 
are first ways of doing, or at least appropriate ways of getting there: so perhaps it 
might be useful at this stage to identify and analyse these. 
 
Practical approaches to the conduct of two-way public relations  
 
The asymmetric model 
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Ways in which public relations practitioners can influence or persuade publics to align 
with organisational objectives have been the subject of innumerable books, journal 
articles, training courses and practitioner discussions. Using Marston’s (1979) widely-
recognised RACE acronym as a framework for analysis, public relations 
communication often begins with a period of research This is designed to answer 
certain basic questions such as who are the target publics, and what are their existing 
attitudes and levels of understanding of the situation? Additionally, it is also necessary 
to discover what channels would be best to reach these people. From this, an action 
plan is devised to achieve the effects (in terms of attitude and/or behaviour) that are 
desired. Communication is then implemented, with particular emphasis on the 
construction and delivery of persuasive and influential messages. Finally, measures of 
effectiveness are used to gauge the success or otherwise of these messages. 
 
Research resulting in the determination of target publics for public relations 
communications efforts is an important first step in the persuasive process. Using 
summative evaluation from previous communication efforts as well as consultation 
with informed parties – probably including the client – the public relations 
professional clarifies who is to be the primary recipient of the communication effort. 
Some academics and practitioners advocate aiming directly for these primary target 
groups and individuals. This is seen for example in the work of the American 
Medicaid service to identify groups of people who perceive barriers to their 
interaction with the organisation, so that specific campaigns can be devised to reach 
them (Stuber & Bradley, 2005). In addition (alternatively, in some circumstances) it 
can be considered appropriate and effective to reach primary targets through a two- or 
multiple-stage flow of information via influencers or opinion leaders (Evans & Fill, 
2000). These are people who have a significant impact on the decision-making 
activities of the primary target public, although they might not actually be members of 
that group themselves. 
 
Having decided to whom the public relations communication efforts should be 
addressed, it is then important to discover exactly how those people already think and 
feel about the issue under consideration. For example, questionnaires and telephone 
surveys were used at a Polish university to identify the opinions and attitudes of 
students in regard to their university, their evaluation of the way it functions, and their 
perceptions of its image (Szymanska, 2003). Less formal, more interactive techniques 
including focus groups and one-on-one discussions were used to find out why black 
women were reluctant to go for mammograms (Frisby, 2002). 
 
The choice of an appropriate and effective channel (or channels) to carry the desired 
message is the next area for consideration. Often the type of channel selected will 
impact significantly on the transmission of the key message. Sometimes multiple 
channels must be used to be truly effective, including verbal intervention or follow-up 
on non-verbal communication (Leach, 2001). 
 
The next stage of the public relations process is the construction and delivery of 
messages in such a way that they are most likely to be persuasive and influential in 
aligning recipients with organisational objectives and perspectives. It has been said by 
some (such as Miller, 1989) that public relations and persuasion are inextricably 
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linked. This is perceived by some analysts and observers as a topic of great concern, 
as they contend that persuasion of any sort is inherently unethical and open to abuse 
(see Stauber & Rampton, 1995 for example). Others maintain that the close alignment 
of public relations with persuasion is not necessarily detrimental to the profession, 
particularly when the persuasion is carried out within an ethical framework as part of 
the functioning of a healthy democracy (Denhardt & Denhardt, 2000). Determining 
factors of the degree of persuasive success may include the credibility of the message 
bearer or source; the timing and context of the message delivery; and the actual 
structure of the communication itself.  
 
Determining the desired outcome of two-way asymmetric public relations is usually 
relatively clear-cut. Assuming benchmarking has been carried out as part of the initial 
evaluation of the target public’s attitudes and understanding, these topics can be re-
visited post communication and the degree of difference calculated using relatively 
simple comparisons: see for example the research conducted to assess the attitudinal 
impact of the "Shared Values Initiative" promoting positive opinions of the lives of 
American Muslims (Kendrick & Fullerton, 2004). In addition, using Macnamara’s 
(Macnamara, 1999, n.d.) three part macro model of evaluation as a frame of reference, 
outputs and outcomes can be identified and appraised. 
 
The role of the public relations practitioner in this asymmetric situation is to act as a 
facilitator or fulcrum in the interchange of information between organisation and 
public. However, the aim is for power to remain with the organisation, and for the 
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Although information flows between both parties, the power to influence decisions 
remains with the organisation – hence the communication has an asymmetric profile. 
 






Although this is of necessity a simplistic and reductionist view of the two-way 
asymmetric process, it nonetheless highlights many of the most salient aspects and 
suggests some areas for consideration in the performance of balanced communication. 
 
How can these be translated into a two-way symmetric context? 
 
A focus on the ‘how to’ aspect of two-way symmetric public relations makes certain 
assumptions. Primarily it takes for granted that such a practice is desirable. This point 
of view is still hotly debated in public relations circles, but – based on an ad hoc and 
informal survey of web-based lecture slides from Australian universities – it seems to 
be gaining support among tertiary educators. This would lead to the conclusion that 
the prioritisation of this paradigm among practitioners is likely to increase over the 
next few years as the current crop of students begin to work in industry. Is this 
emphasis on symmetrical – or balanced – communication warranted? J. Grunig and 
Hunt (1984) originally proposed two-way symmetric public relations as the normative 
model because of its putative ethical superiority over other communication types. 
Grunig based this assertion on what he saw as the inherently ethical approach 
engendered by communication based on “negotiation and compromise” (J Grunig, 
1993, p.146-7). Other researchers (such as Pearson, 1991) have reached similar 
conclusions about the altruistic nature of two-way symmetric public relations. Perhaps 
more pragmatically, Grunig, Grunig and Ehling (1992) subsequently suggested that 
the superiority of this model lay more in its potential to enhance organisational 
effectiveness. They determined that excellence in communication was predicated by 
the use of the two-way symmetric public relations model, and that “only excellent 
public relations departments would contribute to bottom-line organizational 
effectiveness” (L. Grunig et al., 1992, p.71). Recent work on the emerging field of 
relationship management (see for example Broom, Casey, & Ritchey, 1997; 
Ledingham, 2003; Ledingham & Bruning, 2000b) also highlights the importance of 
mutually responsive communication practices between organisations and publics. 
 
Given the potential importance of two-way symmetric public relations, why has it 
received so little attention in terms of practical application? Even J. Grunig and Hunt 
(1984) acknowledged this situation in the earliest presentations of this model when 
they stated “Although there are many examples of the two-way symmetric model in 
action, public relations people talk about this model more than they practice it” (p.27). 
Perhaps the answer lies in the pragmatic difficulties in actually implementing this 
model. The lack of definitive research in this area means that a ‘trial and error’ 
approach to implementation is still prevalent, and each error made serves to reinforce 
the perception that that the two-way symmetric public relations model is problematic. 
As Leitch and Neilson (2001) put it, “…genuine dialogue is a problematic concept for 
system[s] public relations because it has the potential to produce unpredictable and 
dangerous outcomes” (p.135). Arguably, it is not that dialogue generates random 
outcomes; rather it is that we do not yet understand enough about how to manage the 
other half of the communication equation to produce predictable results. 
 
At this point it is worth clarifying the role of the public relations person in this type of 
exchange. There are two basic approaches that can be taken by organisational public 
relations practitioners in the conduct of two-way symmetric public relations. Firstly, 
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they can facilitate the presentation of a case or information by stakeholder/s directly; 
and/or secondly, they can act as advocates to management on behalf of others. In 
either case, the aim is to give stakeholders or publics influence in the decision-making 
process. The ability to make the final decision may still remain with the organisation, 
but it is prepared to listen to, and act upon, the input of others. The role that 
organisational public relations people play will be determined by a number of factors 
including their own experience and understanding of the issue; the stakeholders’ 
ability and willingness to speak for themselves; and the nature of the corporate culture 
in which they are operating. Whether public relations practitioners are helping others 













Information flows between both parties, and the power to influence decisions is 
shared equally – hence the communication has a symmetric profile. 
 




Again, this is acknowledged to be a simplistic conceptualisation: in particular it does 
not address the situation where there are more than two participants in a dialogue, or 
where there are conflicting points of view among publics. However, it serves to 
represent the way in which public relations people can act as a point of balance and 
facilitate different flows of information and power without actually involving or 
changing their own position on an issue. Some critics, (such as Parkinson, 2001), feel 
that “[a]ny attempt by an advocate to simultaneously represent two interests is 
doomed to failure” (p.30). Yet it has not been found to be impossible in other milieux. 
In a parliamentary democracy, such as the United Kingdom, MPs are expected to 
“fulfil a constituency role effectively, and they must balance this against the other 
roles required by both party and parliament” (Jackson & Lilleker, 2004, p.509). Public 
relations academics and theoreticians (see for example L'Etang, 1996; and Signitzer & 
Coombs, 1992) are also interested in exploring the idea of the conceptual convergence 
between the profession and diplomacy, specifically the representation of ‘the 
foreigner’ to domestic decision-makers. This has clear and obvious application to the 
conduct of two-way symmetric public relations. It is undoubtedly a difficult thing to 
do at all, let alone to do well, yet it seems an increasingly important area for 
consideration and reflection in public relations. As influential public relations analyst 
Traverse-Healy (1989) put it: 
PR Person
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Balancing the often-conflicting interests of groups themselves seemingly in 
conflict is accepted as a difficult, if sometimes impossible, task. That it must 
be attempted and be seen publicly to have been attempted is also 
acknowledged. And whose task is it? More often that not it is ours. (p.159) 
 
In order to understand the mindset necessary for public relations professionals to 
adopt to conduct this task, it may be beneficial to refer to the concept of Other, taken 
from the realm of cultural studies. This is not an area that has been mined to any great 
extent by public relations theorists thus far: historically and traditionally, public 
relations theory has been based on sources in sociology and business management (L. 
Grunig et al., 1992) with perhaps occasional forays into critical theory (such as in 
Leeper, 1996; and Mackey, 2003). However, it seems that the field of cultural studies 
might well prove to have some relevance for contemporary public relations theorists, 
particularly as we continue the search for inspiration to enrich and develop our own 
theory base. The concept of The Other has been the subject of much discussion by 
cultural theorists including McEvilley (1992), Gingrich (2004) and Baumann (2004).  
The basic premise is that where there is any sense of identity – that is “a state of being 
the same as others in certain respects and maintaining a certain coherence in style” (A. 
A. Berger, 1984, p.95) – there must, by extrapolation, exist a sense of ‘not the same’ 
or ‘Other’: clearly, by bonding some people together, others are going to be excluded.  
As such, the concept of Other is largely used in a pejorative sense, to denote someone 
beyond the bounds of the normalised group. Although an in-depth consideration of the 
relevance of this theory to public relations goes beyond the scope of this particular 
paper, it nonetheless is useful in describing the role of public relations in the dialogue 
between organisation and publics. In public relations terms, most thinking takes place 
from an organisational perspective, and publics have thus been effectively rendered as 
Other. However, in two-way symmetric public relations it might be suggested that 
public relations practitioners deliberately adopt a position that sees the organisation as 
Other. This perspective shift – while not adversely affecting the professional 
responsibilities of the public relations person to their employer – would be extremely 
helpful in presenting stakeholder issues effectively and convincingly, either directly or 
as an advocate. 
 
Using Marston’s RACE algorithm again provides a useful and recognisable 
framework to begin addressing the issue of how to achieve this balance. This is the 
first step towards thinking deeply and strategically about how to conduct the ‘other 
half’ of two-way symmetric public relations, which might in turn enable us to better 
understand how to anticipate and manage the entire process.  
 




As in any public relations communication effort, it is important in two-way symmetric 
public relations to establish who the target publics are, and their existing attitudes and 
levels of understanding of the situation. Additionally, it is also necessary to discover 
what channels would be best to reach these people. It is extremely interesting – and of 
considerable relevance – to note how few public relations texts include management 
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as one of the target publics for communication efforts. Most deal only with 
consumers, clients, suppliers, employees, investors, community and government: even 
allowing for the acknowledged organisation-centric approach of much public relations 
theorising, it still seems strange that the concept of ‘management as a public’ is not 
specifically addressed.  
 
As in two-way asymmetric public relations, practitioners may approach their 
management target public directly, and/or via an influencer. Identifying the necessary 
recipients of stakeholder communication is unlikely to be as simple as tracing the 
organisational hierarchy as far up as possible: as White and Dozier (1992) put it,  
“…decision makers and decision making are considerably more complex than what 
[sic] organizational charts suggest” (p.93). The public relations person should 
research organisational literature such as annual reports, and make enquiries of other 
well-informed employees to determine who should be included as members of such 
target publics. However, it is most likely that the primary targets for this type of 
communication will be found among the organisation’s leadership. This dominant 
coalition is broadly recognised as playing a fundamental role in setting the tone of 
organisational communication (Ulmer, 2001). It is also likely to have a significant 
function in decision-making, the area within which stakeholders might most 
effectively seek to have influence. Having identified who makes the decisions in the 
organisation, it is necessary for the public relations practitioner to research this public 
like any other. Thus, questionnaires and telephone or Internet surveys might be 
helpful in identifying management opinions and attitudes. Less formal, more 
interactive techniques including focus group-type meetings and one-on-one 
discussions could also help to find out current positions and views among 
management. We need to categorise decision makers demographically and 
psychographically according to their situation and interests. This includes exploring 
their existing understanding of, and attitudes towards, stakeholders. In much the same 
way as we currently research how publics think about organisations (see for example 
Schuler, 2004) and use that as the basis for creating management programs, so we 
should now perhaps be encouraging management to tell us about how they perceive 
stakeholders. This research will also be significant as a benchmark of the situation to 
be used in comparative studies at the evaluation stage of the public relations process. 
 
As part of the research into ‘managers-as-public’, we should also be thinking about 
how we might connect with secondary or influencer publics in relation to decision 
makers. As an illustration, if we acknowledge the role of tertiary-level public relations 
educators in supporting and encouraging the influence of the two-way symmetric 
paradigm among emerging public relations practitioners, then logically the assistance 
of business educators will be necessary to achieve this same effect among their 
students. Working in close association with influential interest groups that share this 
macro-view of the role of two-way communication might also be beneficial in 
increasing the understanding and appreciation of this model among business leaders. 
Specifically, the International Association for Public Participation (IAP2) has 
developed a continuum of communication processes that bears some remarkable 
similarities to the public relations models under discussion here.  
 
11 
Table 1: The IAP2 public participation spectrum (International Association for Public 
Participation, 2000) 
 
The IAP2 spectrum describes the various different levels at which the public can be 
involved in the decision-making and operational processes of institutions. Along a 
continuum of increasing public participation, possibilities range from ‘Inform’ 
through ‘Consent’ and ‘Involve’ to ‘Collaborate’ and ultimately ‘Empower’.  This 
grid not only represents the spread of public participation models identified by IAP2, 
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it also indicates the preferential ranking of these options: thus, the ‘Empower’ model 
is seen to be the ultimate or normative paradigm. Looking at the table above, we can 
see the obvious similarities between the ‘Consult’ model and the two-way asymmetric 
model of public relations. The question of alignment between this matrix and the two-
way symmetric model is less straightforward, but nonetheless it can be seen that this 
form of two-way, mutually-responsive communication is ranked most highly by the 
IAP2.  Such apparent shared interest in this communication profile could be explored 
by these two organisations as a potential source of opportunities to influence current 




Public relations officers need to reach – and ideally participate in – the dominant 
coalition (White & Dozier, 1992). As a boundary spanner, public relations 
practitioners relay information to the dominant coalition: in the two-way symmetric 
model they need to go further and present that information as persuasively as they 
would if they were trying to bring stakeholders into alignment with the organisation. 
In this way, the public relations person can actively encourage the development of a 
‘Power With’ situation: “an empowerment model where dialogue, inclusion, 
negotiation and shared power guide decision making” (B. Berger, 2005, p.6). 
Generally speaking, what is addressed here are forms of public relations that work 
within organisational systems – what Berger (2005) labels “sanctioned” behaviour – 
rather than resistant, oppositional or guerrilla/countercultural approaches to the 
situation, which go beyond the limits of this paper. The aim is not for the public 
relations person to act as the “ethical guardian” for the organisation (a role that 
L’Etang (2003) asserts is mythical anyway).  
 
Rather than enforcing some sort of abstract notion of fairness upon a dominant 
coalition – an unlikely scenario at best (B. Berger, 2005) – the public relations 
practitioner could arguably be more effectively employed in the creation of a ‘safe 
space’ for the presentation of stakeholder arguments.  This ties in very closely with 
Habermas’ notion of the public sphere (see for example Habermas, 1984), a concept 
that has previously been discussed in relation to the operation of public relations by 
writers such as Leeper (1996), Leitch and Neilson (1997), and McNair (1996) among 
others. The organisational public relations person could make a significant 
contribution to the conduct of two-way symmetric communication by facilitating 
and/or assisting the contribution of publics to the conduct of “good argumentation” 
(Habermas, 1984) resulting in a rational discourse in which the result is based on the 
“uncoerced consensus” (Habermas, 1984) of the participants in the discussion. As 
critics of Habermas’ theories (such as Kaufman, 1999) have noted, it is not always the 
better argument that wins.  This is particularly so if not all would-be participants have 
equal access to the (public) sphere of discourse. If one element has more resources at 
their disposal (perhaps a better-equipped or more experienced public relations person 
in their corner!) then there is a very real chance that it will not be the better argument 
that triumphs: it will instead be the argument that is put better. But this potential 
imbalance may be redressed if public relations personnel operating under a two-way 
symmetric public relations model apply their persuasive skills and techniques as much 




This is by no means a comprehensive review of the applicability of public relations 
planning theory to the creation of balanced, symmetric communication, but it is 




As has been said about the role of communication in public relations, “…plans are 
only as good as their execution” (Lamb & McKee, 2005, p.2). The sort of message 
construction techniques more usually intended to create persuasive presentations to 
publics (see Pratt, 2004 for example) could equally be used to communicate 
stakeholder concerns to management. The channels chosen to present these concerns 
can be just as influential on management as on other publics. Presentations made by 
publics themselves are not only more effective (arguably) because they are more 
genuine and therefore heartfelt, but also because they do not then compromise the 
position of the public relations person within the organisation. However, where 
stakeholders are not in a position to state their own case, it may be necessary for the 
public relations professional to act as an advocate on their behalf.  
 
As a general guideline, an iterative approach to communication is often helpful in 
presenting information persuasively. This is a concept already recommended for use 
by public relations practitioners looking to “sell” the need to conduct research to 
management (Richter & Barlow, 2000). In the context of two-way symmetric public 
relations, this could be translated as a need to repeat stakeholder messages to 
management to maximise their impact. In addition, as with other publics, multiple 
channels should be used to enhance the impact of these messages upon management, 




The final stage in the RACE process is the evaluation of the communication effort. 
Again, reference to Macnamara’s (1999; Macnamara, n.d.) inputs, outputs, and 
outcomes model may be useful here with a focus on the connection to management. 
Outputs may refer to the number and type of communications resulting from the 
particular public relations program under consideration received by target public 
(management) members. Under a two-way symmetric model of public relations, 
outcomes may be seen in attitudinal or behavioural change, or both. Most obvious 
would be where the organisation directly and positively responded to suggestions 
made by publics. However, attitudinal shifts within the organisation are just as valid, 
even if they do not necessarily have a behavioural outcome. These may be measured 
by replicating the research carried out at the planning stage of this process, and 
comparing the findings. In order to have real validity, the evaluation section requires 
deep interrogation of these perceived outcomes. For example, does it matter who has 
the change in attitude? If one or more executives or management members come to 
better understand and appreciate the public’s point of view, but the CEO does not and 
refuses to respond – is that a ‘win’ for two-way symmetric public relations? 
 
14 
This paper has addressed the question of how to conduct two-way symmetric public 
relations. It has been suggested that it is necessary for public relations professionals 
interested in implementing this model to think about organisational management as 
they would any other target public. The RACE acronym – representing a widely-
accepted framework for constructing dialogic public relations programs, usually 
targeting groups external to the organisation – provides methods of approaching this 
task in a strategic and effective manner. The intention is not to provide an exhaustive 
or even a comprehensive overview of the possibilities this methodology offers. Rather 
it is to provide a point of departure for the discussions necessary among practitioners 
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